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foreword

Today, approximately 11 million people are in penal institutions worldwide, 
a number that is constantly growing. With prisons frequently overcrowded, 
prison systems around the world are at crisis point, unable to provide 
services such as education to the level required by international standards. 
Education, however, is a fundamental human right, of which prisoners 
should not be deprived. Enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and at the heart of UNESCO’s mission, the right to education implies 
a right to lifelong learning. This includes providing access to quality educa-
tion from the first day of incarceration to and beyond the day of release. 

The impact and power of education in prison is undeniable. Education 
in prison can provide prisoners with the opportunity to learn new skills and 
give them a renewed sense of purpose. Research has shown that prisoners 
who participate in education and training programmes are less likely to 
return to prison. They are also more likely to find employment on release. 

Understandably, education in prison can take on different meanings 
and forms depending on local and national context. The concept of educa-
tion in prison itself can be all-embracing and sometimes even contested. 
Its meaning and scope differ across countries and jurisdictions and must 
be understood according to their political, social and historical context. 
Many countries provide formal primary and secondary education and voca-
tional training to prisoners free of charge. Some countries provide access 
to higher education, whether through distance learning or in prison, at the 
prisoners’ own expense or financed by private grants. Prison libraries also 
play a key role in enabling access to information and reading materials for 
inmates. International organizations, non-governmental organizations and 
other institutions provide educational activities in prisons, ranging from 
law classes to creative writing workshops and learning focused on building 
links between prisoners and their families. 

Recognizing the variety of understandings of the concept of education 
in prison, the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL) has developed a 
set of two comprehensive literature reviews (in English and French) as part of 
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1. IntroDUCtIon

1.1. Background and rationale

There are more than 11 million people in prison worldwide. From 2000 to 2018, 
the recorded prison population increased by 24 per cent (Walmsley, 2018, 
p.2). While these raw data do not illuminate the experiences of  education for 
learners and educators, they provide the context in which to study  education 
in prison. As with all forms of pedagogy, prison education is not a neutral 
activity that is independent of the context in which it operates. It must be 
considered against a wider historical, social, political, economic and cultural 
backdrop. Moreover, education in prison takes place in an institution that is cut 
off from the public gaze, and influenced by unique institutional culture(s). 

While the rates vary widely between countries and across juris dictions, 
imprisonment has significant personal, familial, social, political and cultural 
consequences. Furthermore, due to the vast numbers incarcerated in some 
jurisdictions, the use of prison as punishment has become a major economic 
issue in the twenty-first century. The con siderable amount spent on impris-
onment and other forms of punishment is having a negative impact on 
investment  available for public education and other social and public services, 
with a corrosive knock-on effect for wider society.1

1 In 2016, a report from the United States Department of Education (2016, pp. 1–2) outlined trends in expenditure on 
education and imprisonment: ‘From 1979–80 to 2012–13, public PK–12 expenditures increased by 107 percent (from 
$258 to $534 billion), while total state and local corrections expenditures increased by 324 percent (from $17 to $71 bil-
lion)– triple the rate of increase in education spending’. It noted: ‘Over the past three decades, state and local govern-
ment expenditures on prisons and jails have increased at a much faster pace than state and local spending on elemen-
tary and secondary education and postsecondary education. All too often, children growing up in poor communities not 
only do poorly in school but also are disproportionately arrested and incarcerated during their teenage and young adult 
years’. H. Rangel Terrijo (2019, p. 792) notes that attempts to reduce the cost of incarceration through the privatization 
of prisons in Mexico have not led to f inancial savings. He cites an academic study, which found that, in private prisons, 
each person can cost the state 1,500 pesos a day (and up to 2,500 pesos for women). In public prisons, this averaged 
between 150 and 390 pesos. Further, ‘the privatization process in Mexico is far from improving prisons: this policy 
shows a lack of transparency, the deterioration of services for prisoners, and the violation of prisoner rights’. As many 
scholars have noted, cuts to prison budgets usually impact negatively on the provision of programmes, especially in the 
provision of education (see for example, Baratov, 2014; Smith, 2013; Warner, 2007; Warr 2016).
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1.2. executive summary 

Education in prison differs across countries and jurisdictions. While philoso-
phies, approaches, programmes and practices vary from one jurisdiction to 
another, there are nonetheless common characteristics that link the prac-
tice of education in prison across the globe. Despite geographical, cultural 
and political differences, educators in prisons across the world find them-
selves facing similar challenges as they adopt innovative strategies and 
approaches in order to overcome the complexities of teaching in coercive 
environments. 

The topics covered in this literature review are specific to  education 
in prison. The review focuses on some of the unique characteristics and 
 challenges associated with the provision of education in prison: the 
emergence of an informal curriculum; language tuition; access to higher 
education; the availability of library facilities; digital literacy; civic engage-
ment and social (re)integration; and the relationship between what are 
termed behavioural programmes and the provision of education. 

One of the most significant findings in the review is the mismatch 
between the commitments professed in international and regional declara-
tions and agreements, and the ways in which these have (or have not) been 
translated into the provision of education in prison. With a few notable 
exceptions, such commitments have not been embraced by national penal 
policy-makers, which in turn has had a negative knock-on effect for educa-
tional provision in prisons. 

The literature reviewed here stresses the importance of providing a 
holistic suite of educational resources to meet the needs of those confined 
in penal institutions. Mindful of the student group, there is a persuasive 
argument to be made for adequate allocation of resources to what might 
be considered a ‘hard-to-reach’ group. 

In order to transform the notion of ‘education for all’ from an aspiration 
into a reality, and to provide a robust education system for those confined 
in penal institutions, there needs to be a re-examination of penal poli-
cies, strategies and pedagogical approaches in many jurisdictions. The 
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2. SettIng the SCene

2.1. Introduction

Education in prison differs across countries and jurisdictions.2 While there 
are differences in philosophies, approaches, programmes and practices 
across the range of jurisdictions, there are also common characteristics that 
link the practice of education in prison worldwide. Despite differences at 
the geographical, cultural and policy levels, educators in prisons around 
the world face similar challenges as they adopt innovative strategies and 
approaches, and strive to overcome the complexities of teaching in coer-
cive environments. This review will sketch out the contours of education 
in prison across the globe and consider some of the key  challenges facing 
educators and learners in penal settings in the twenty-first century.

The topics covered are specific to education in prison, and the review is 
structured as follows: 

 • The present chapter (Chapter 2) defines the parameters of the study. It 
begins by stating the aims and objectives of the literature review, and lists 
the questions that the review will cover. It then outlines the scope of the 
study and the methodology used, noting the important role that language 
plays in any study of prisons and people in prison. 
 • Chapter 3 considers the development of education in prison, examines 

the principles on which it is based, and details the make-up of the learner 
population. In particular, this chapter reflects on what is characterized as 
education in prison, how its definition varies across and within different 
jurisdictions, and how this can lead to contrasting approaches with regard 
to educational provision. 

2  In some countries, national governments are in charge of cr iminal justice, penal and educational systems. In 

others, these fall within the remit of regional, provincial, state or local administrations.
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 • Chapter 4 addresses issues specific to education in the prison context: 
the emergence of an informal curriculum; language teaching and migrant 
prisoners; access to higher education; the availability of library  facilities; 
digital literacy; civic engagement and social (re)integration; and the rela-
tionship between what are termed behavioural programmes and the 
provision of education. 
 • Towards the end of the literature review, two sets of recommendations 

(Chapter 5) are made. The first concerns education in prison and addresses 
national governments and local administrations. The second provides 
recommendations for future research. 
 • The review of the literature concludes (Chapter 6) by making the case for 

the provision of education in prison. 
 • The appendices and references included at the end of this review 

provide a comprehensive list of resources for further reading.

2.2. Aims and objectives 

The purpose of this review is to examine the literature on education  
in prison. It will address the following questions: 

 • How has education in prison developed over time?
 • How is education in prison defined? 
 •  Are there common characteristics among prison populations that need 

to be taken into consideration in order to meet their educational needs?
 •  What are the challenges facing education in prison internationally,  

in terms of both policy and practice?
 • What support is needed in order to promote education in prison?
 •  What further research is required to improve the provision of  

education in prison?
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2.3. Scope

The purpose of this study is to identify, collate and analyse a range of 
 literature on education for adult prisoners. It concentrates on issues 
relating to education in prison, rather than those affecting education 
in general, unless the latter have a direct impact on the provision of 
 education for adult prisoners. 

As with all studies, time and financial constraints limit the scope of 
this review in a number of ways. First, the concept of education in prison 
can be a contested one. How it is defined can differ depending on who 
is describing, teaching, funding and researching it (this will be further 
 scrutinized in Chapter 3). Hence, while this review will acknowledge a range 
of perspectives, it will focus primarily on the characteristics that define 
education in prison as laid down in various international  declarations, 
conventions and standards. These in turn pertain mainly to issues of adult 
education within a social justice framework that advocates for access to 
education for all as a human right. 

Second, due to the considerable range of literature under considera-
tion, the review will take a thematic approach, i.e. it will cover various 
topics unique to education in prison. It will acknowledge wide  variations 
with regard to educational provision across the world by including regional 
examples. However, in some parts of the world, literature on  education in 
prison is scant, as Rangel Torrijo and De Maeyer (2019, p. 676)  discovered 
when preparing their special issue on education in prison for the 
International Review of Education. They found that it was ‘not easy to gather 
an international range of researchers on this subject who would be able 
to cover all world regions’, and thus argued that further research would be 
needed to cover this lacuna (see recommendations in Chapter 5).

Third, the review is cognizant of the limitations concerning 
geo graphical focus and language. Most research and the majority of 
higher-level  institutions, journals, resources and academics are located in 
the Global North (Carrington et al., 2019, p. 164). This is particularly true in 
the subject areas of the social sciences pertinent to this review, i.e. adult 
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regard to legislation, approaches, demographics and focus. As this study 
concentrates on the provision of education in adult prisons, it does not 
deal with education in juvenile institutions, which requires a stand-alone 
review. 

The objective of the literature review is to lay the foundations for a solid 
knowledge base regarding education in prison. It is hoped that it will serve 
as a springboard to further research projects, especially in other languages. 

2.4. methodology

The review considers original research and academic studies, literature 
reviews, national policies, and reports at international, country and 
regional levels. Using scholarly and online databases, it concentrates on 
key issues facing education in prison in the twenty-first century. It uses a 
range of search terms: prison education; education in prison; correctional 
education; corrections education; prisoner learners; libraries in prison; 
higher education in prison; and history of prison education. Due to the 
sheer volume of available literature, not all publications in these categories 
can (or, indeed, should) be included. For example, at the time of writing 
(7 July 2020) a search for the term ‘prison education’ in Google Scholar 
alone generated 3,150 results for the period 2015–2020, and 4,250 results 
for the term ‘correctional education’. A search of the Education Resources 
Information Center (ERIC) database for the same time period yielded 244 
results for ‘prison education’ and 382 results for ‘correctional education’. 
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2.5. A note on terminology 

Various names have been, and are currently used to describe places of 
confinement, among them: house of corrections, asylum, jail, prison, 
borstal, penitentiary, reformatory, detention centre and correctional 
institution (Morris and Rothman, 1998; Ugelvik et al, 2020).3 The language 
around places of confinement and the people housed therein is contested. 
How places are named reveals something about the expectations of these 
institutions, and points to their objectives. Although Scott (2014, p. 411) 
astutely observes that ‘language usage haunts’ the way we describe the 
penal system, the rationale and history behind the usage of these terms 
falls outside the scope of this review. For the purposes of this review, the 
generic term ‘prison’ will be used. 

Various jurisdictions use different terms to describe education in prison. 
The USA, for example, refers to it as ‘correctional education’ and Australia 
and New Zealand as ‘corrections education’. Europe, Asia and the Global 
South tend to call it ‘prison education’. For the sake of clarity, this review 
uses the phrase ‘education in prison’, rather than ‘correctional education’ or 
‘prison education’, unless one of the latter two terms appears in the title of 
an institution or in a publication. This review opts for the term ‘education 
in prison’ as it is appropriately descriptive. ‘Education in prison’ thus locates 
the practice of pedagogy in penal institutions. The term frames an under-
standing of education within a particular context, rather than allowing 
the context to configure the concept of education. This review argues that 
education in prison should be based on the same principles and values 
that underpin education in the community, framing it within an adult 
education approach.

3  The terms ‘jail ’ and ‘prison’ are of ten used interchangeably to describe places of conf inement. Today, the 

USA usually distinguishes bet ween jails, which house those awaiting tr ial or being held for minor cr imes, and 

prisons, run by the state and federal government, which house those convic ted of more serious cr imes, with 

sentences of over one year (see Bureau of Justice, 2020). 
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2.6. What works? 

Finally, case studies (in text boxes) are provided throughout this review 
to showcase examples of innovative pedagogical programmes in prison. 
These demonstrate the diverse practices being carried out in the field of 
education in prison. These practices range from a programme teaching 
construction skills to women in Bolivia to an award-winning prison 
library in Germany. They include the provision of book clubs in the 
USA, as well as the practice of citizenship education in Ireland. These 
examples illustrate how education in prison takes place in a variety of 
locations and through various mediums. While the case studies provided 
here are not designed to be prescriptive – and mindful of the fact that 
these examples may not be replicable elsewhere – they are included 
here because, in the course of reviewing the literature for this study, 
many challenges facing those engaged in education in prison (both 
as educators and as learners) are identified. Prison regimes, with their 
disciplinary limitations inherent in the denial of liberty, create struc-
tural restraints that can be difficult to overcome in order to engage in 
pedagogy. However, as with all education, the innovation, adaptability, 
resilience and determination of learners and educators can provide the 
space needed to engage in pedagogy. Although pedagogy in prison 
presents unique challenges, the case studies selected and presented 
herein show that there are opportunities to create sufficient space 
for education, even in the penal context. Mindful of the negativity 
surrounding prisons and conscious of the many challenges that educa-
tors and learners face in creating a positive pedagogical space, these 
case studies are intended to serve as examples of good practice, essen-
tially illustrative of what works in education in prison.
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3. polICy, prACtICe AnD people

3.1. Introduction

This chapter examines the principles of education in prison, looks at how 
they translate into policy and practice, and analyses the make-up of the 
prison population. It begins with a brief history of education in prison. 
Examining various international declarations and agreements on access 
to education, the chapter focuses principally on those dealing with educa-
tion in prison. It then considers the debates on how to define education 
in prison, contending that these in turn affect how education in prison 
is practised. Recognizing that ‘education for all, including incarcerated 
people, is a key component in developing sustainable societies’ (Perreault, 
2020, p. 5), the chapter concludes with an examination of the demo-
graphics and characteristics of those confined in prisons across the globe.

3.2. history of education in prison 

Education in prison is as old as the institution itself. Much debate has been 
generated concerning the emergence of the modern prison and its desire 
to punish, discipline and control (Foucault, 1977; Ignatieff, 1978; O’Donnell, 
2016; Morris and Rothman, 1998). Early discussions detected a degree of 
convergence between the objectives of the modern prison and those of 
education in prison: personal change and transformation of the individual, 
essentially a form of what is today loosely termed ‘rehabilitation’. The early 
penal innovators, promoting prison as a humane form of punishment, 
wanted education to play a role in their institutions, although there was 
not always consensus as to the nature or type of tuition that should be 
provided. Some wanted religious instruction, to encourage prisoners to 
mend their immoral ways, leave their sinning (i.e. criminality) behind, and 
become law-abiding citizens. Others emphasized that prisoners should be 
taught to work hard, thereby enabling personal transformation. Indeed, 
some believed that punishment could be transformative in itself, with the 
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experience of detention and isolation offering an instructive opportunity 
for reflection (see Morris and Rothman, 1998). 

Although education in prison came into vogue in the twentieth century, 
its antecedents date back to the emergence of the modern prison in the 
early 1800s. The historian of education in prison, Thom Gehring (2020), 
argues that there is a ‘hidden heritage’, and that historical accounts have 
overlooked a number of radical and highly progressive practices that 
long predate the professionalization of pedagogy in prison. Notable 
innovators include Elizabeth Fry (1780–1845), a middle-class and well-
connected English Quaker. She began organizing educational activities at 
London’s Newgate Prison in 1817. In 1840, Alexander Maconochie (1787–
1860) became the Governor of Norfolk Island, a prison island in Australia. 
He believed that cruelty debased both the prisoner and the society 
inflicting it. Punishment should not be vindictive, but a means of enabling 
a  prisoner’s social reformation. Maconochie instituted many progressive 
programmes, such as the ‘mark’ system: the more marks a prisoner earned, 
the shorter the prison sentence. In the twentieth century, countries across 
the world adopted his innovations as progressive penal polices. Janie 
Porter Barrett (1865–1948) opened the Virginia Industrial Home School 
for Colored Girls, with support from many black and white women. Its 
programme of self-reliance and self-discipline offered academic and voca-
tional instruction, and focused on providing social support for women 
at risk (Gehring, 2017 and 2020). By the early twenty-first century, practi-
cally every jurisdiction in the world had integrated some form of education 
into its prisons, with many regions creating their own professional organi-
zations (see Appendix 1). In 2014, 13 October was officially declared 
International Day of Education in Prison. 

3.3. International declarations, conventions and standards

There are a range of international declarations, covenants and regional 
agreements that apply to the provision of education in prison. Some of 
these expressly mention the education of prisoners in the context of 
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In summing up a report on education in adult and juvenile institutions 
in Central Asia, South America, North Africa and Europe, Ravshan Baratov 
found common issues of concern. These included the lack of a legal frame-
work surrounding the provision of education in prison; the absence of state 
training for teachers and a concomitant scarcity of qualified teachers; and 
a lack of subject- and age-specific resources and materials (Baratov, 2014, 
p. 124). He concluded with a warning that will resonate with educators and 
learners in prisons worldwide: 

One is tempted to conclude that the available resources in prisons are 
more often used in order to improve protection, safety and order, and 
not to invest in the prison workshops, vocational training, tools for 
providing the educational process, sports and leisure, on the assump-
tion that security can be achieved by applying more restrictive and 
disciplinary measures, but not by improving the prison environment, 
providing constructive employment of prisoners and encouraging posi-
tive relationships between staff and prisoners. (Baratov, 2014, p. 125)

The mismatch between the principles laid down in various declarations 
and practice is usually related to penal policy in general, and a lack of 
resources allocated for the provision of education in prison in particular. 
The penal policies that are prevalent in a particular jurisdiction influence 
the provision of education in prison. In those jurisdictions that have a more 
punitive penal policy (see Cavadino and Dignan, 2006), the provision of 
education in prison tends to be more minimalist – and, in some jurisdic-
tions, if educational provision exists at all, it is in name only. Meanwhile, 
countries with a more rehabilitative approach to imprisonment place a far 
greater emphasis on education in prison.

3.4. What is education in prison? 

Just as the principles laid down in UN declarations and regional agree-
ments translate into policy and practice in different ways and to different 
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the more education they had, the better they would be able to deal with 
themselves and their problems, the problems of the prisons and the prob-
lems of the communities from which most of them came’.

As can be seen from the debates outlined above, education in prison 
is by no means a settled concept. While there may be significant differ-
ences in how education is defined, the Mandela Rules maintain that prisons 
should provide those confined therein with a holistic suite of educational 
opportunities. For the purposes of this review, the concept of education 
in prison will be based on the provision offered to people in the wider 
community outside the prison context, with the caveat that some subjects 
need to adapt to the specifics of location. Further, the concept of education 
used here is framed around the values and principles laid down in inter-
national declarations and treaties – in particular, UNESCO declarations on 
lifelong education – within an adult education approach and based on the 
right to education for all (UIL, 2014). 

3.5. Identity, marginalization and imprisonment 

This section will consider the demographics of those who end up in prison. 
All education, especially adult education, begins by developing an under-
standing of the learner group: its history, identity, culture and current 
circumstances. This understanding enables educators to remain attuned to 
the educational needs of their learners and decide if and how the principles 
of education laid down in international declarations might be translated into 
practice. Education in Prison (1990) recognized this when it reminded prison 
educators that, while criminal activity should not be condoned,

there are aspects of the prisoner’s culture which the adult educator 
must respect, or at least accept. These aspects may include a critical 
view of authority, anger at social injustice, solidarity with one another in 
the face of adversity, etc. As in any field of adult education, respect and 
acceptance of the students and potential students are crucial to motiva-
tion and participation. (Council of Europe, 1990, p. 20) 
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In Africa, the Gambia holds the largest percentage of foreign prisoners 
at 67 per cent. South Africa has 8 per cent and Madagascar has the lowest 
rate, at less than 1 per cent. The highest number of foreign prisoners in 
Asia is found in Macau, at 70 per cent, and the lowest in the Philippines, at 
less than 1 per cent (ICPR, 2020).6 The number of foreign people in prisons 
throughout Europe varies: they make up just under 71 per cent of the 
prison population in Switzerland; 58 per cent in Greece; 23 per cent in the 
Netherlands; 22 per cent in France; and just under 2 per cent in the Ukraine 
and Poland (ICPR, 2021).

However, these figures do not tell the full story. Some jurisdictions 
encourage a hostile environment towards people from outside their 
country. This can reduce the numbers of migrants in the country, and, as a 
consequence, lower the numbers of migrants in prison. For example, the 
comparatively low proportion of foreign prisoners in Poland, according to 
Platek (2013, p. 194), is reflective of the low numbers of foreigners in the 
country, and ‘not because of Polish tolerances’.

3.6. educational disadvantage and imprisonment 

Prisoners worldwide ‘tend to have lower than average attainment and poor 
experiences of compulsory education’ (Tett et al., 2012, p. 172). An examina-
tion of the data in a number of jurisdictions bears this out. In Guinea, one 
report puts the number of prisoners who are ‘functionally illiterate’ as high 
as 90 per cent (Prison Insider, 2020). In Mexico, 56 per cent of prisoners left 
school early (Rangel Torrijo, 2019, p. 794). In their study of prisoners in the 
USA, Davis et al. (2013) found that 37 per cent of individuals in state prisons 
had attained less than a high school education in 2004, compared with 19 
per cent of the general population aged 16 and over. Further, only 14 per 

6 Macau is a rather unique example, of f icially known as Macao Special Administrative Region of the People’s 

Republic of China.
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3.7. Conclusion 

This chapter considered the history of education in prison, and outlined the 
principles laid out in various international and regional declarations and 
agreements on the right to education. While recognizing that the notion of 
education in prison is a contested one, it settled on a definition based on 
the values and principles contained in the aforementioned declarations. It 
concluded with an examination of the demographics and common charac-
teristics across prison populations internationally. Whether they suffer from 
economic disadvantage, institutional discrimination,  structural inequity or 
bias based on their ethnicity or nationality, the people who end up in prison 
are acutely aware of their own particular circumstances, and these need to 
be reflected upon when developing curricula and delivering pedagogy. If 
prisoners are to have the same right to access education as other members 
of the community, we must first identify their needs because, as with all 
educational provision, an appreciation of the needs of the learner group is 
essential to creating a positive pedagogical experience. The next chapter 
examines how the nature of confinement, combined with an awareness of 
a learner group’s characteristics, necessitates innovative approaches to the 
provision of education in prison.
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4. peDAgogy In prISon

4.1. Introduction

This chapter reviews the literature on some of the key issues and debates 
relating to education in prison in the twenty-first century. It begins by 
outlining different aspects of prison schools in various jurisdictions. It then 
considers the rationale for an informal curriculum, which is the basis for 
education in many prison schools. As noted in the previous chapter, certain 
groups, in particular minority populations, are over-represented in prison 
and their specific needs must be met. Prisoners who do not speak the 
language of the country in which they are incarcerated require language 
tuition. The chapter then examines the availability of higher education 
in prison, before looking at the provision of library services, which play a 
crucial role in supporting education in places where people have no access 
to public libraries or the internet. 

The final three sections of this chapter consider some of the complexi-
ties specific to the provision of education in prison, evaluating the extent 
to which state policies impact on the practice of pedagogy as under-
stood by educators in prison. The chapter examines digital literacy, and 
the challenge of engaging in education in the modern world with little or 
no access to the internet. It analyses the role of education in promoting 
civic engagement and social integration, made more difficult in jurisdic-
tions that enact legislation that excludes prisoners from civic life. Finally, 
it concludes with an examination of educators’ concerns about being 
drawn into subjects and getting involved in programmes that are outside 
their pedagogical profession and areas of expertise. 

4.2. the prison school

Not all prisons are the same. Nor, indeed, are prison schools. While ‘coercive 
confinement’ (O’Sullivan and O’Donnell, 2012) is the common character-
istic, prisons differ in their levels of security and coercion. As we will see in 
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Norwegian prisons include a lower student-teacher ratio and the option of 
‘follow-on’ classes after release if a student does not complete his or her 
education while in prison (Langelid, 2015; Tønseth and Bergsland, 2019). 

In Argentina, access to education for people in prison is regulated by 
a comprehensive piece of legislation on the right to education. People in 
prison have the same right to public education at all levels as the general 
population. Although prisoners are not permitted to access the internet, 
the law stipulates that every prison must have a library. Article 140 of 
Ley 26,695 contains an interesting legislative innovation: students who 
complete secondary education are entitled to ‘early temporary release’ 
(Banegas, 2018).

With the transition from apartheid to democracy in South Africa in the 
1990s, the Correctional Services Act 111 of 1998 replaced apartheid-era 
legislation. Article 41 states that: 

The Department must provide or give access to as full a range of 
programmes and activities as is practicable to meet the education and 
training needs of sentenced prisoners. 

Sentenced prisoners who are illiterate or children may be compelled to 
take part in the educational programme offered.

South African prisons offer a variety of academic and vocational education 
programmes. These range from literacy classes and adult basic education 
(ABE) programmes to formal and non-formal activities (Vandala, 2018). 

4.3. the informal curriculum 

As with all forms of education, the physical place in which education in 
prison occurs is important; however, in prison, the notion of space can be 
even more significant when establishing a learning environment. In prison, 
education can take place in various spaces, and each space can entail the 
adoption of a different educational approach. 
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human resources in education that is aimed at achieving improved labour 
market outcomes. It is hoped that these skills can help bring about a 
reduction in reoffending. However, in a limited number of studies on arts 
education, they argue persuasively that measurable outcomes are too 
narrow, and do not reflect the complex, but less quantifiable benefits to 
the individual and the community of studying art in prison. They conclude 
that ‘better measures of all impacts of art studies in prisons are needed, 
including qualitative and humanitarian aspects’ (Giles et al, 2016, p. 689). 

Free Minds Book Club and Writing Workshop (USA)

The Free Minds Book Club and Writing Workshop is a non-profit organization based 
in Washington DC, USA, for young people and adults in the criminal justice system. 
It uses books, creative writing and peer support to help young people incarcerated 
as adults to develop to their fullest potential. The goal of Free Minds is to empower 
young people in prison so that they can envisage different futures for themselves. By 
encouraging them in reading and writing while they are in prison, it is hoped they will 
also become voices for change in their communities. 

Participation is voluntary. Many Free Minds members (as participants in the book 
club are known) report having had a negative experience of books at school, where 
they were required to study literature that did not interest them. Free Minds engages 
participants in reading by introducing them to authors and characters who come from 
similar backgrounds to their own, and who face similar obstacles in life. To select a 
book to read, book club members participate in a ‘book ballot’ to vote on four or f ive 
books chosen by facilitators. 

Free Minds members who have been released from prison visit schools, universities, 
juvenile detention facilities and community groups in the role of ‘poet ambas-
sadors’ to share their life experiences and poetry. The programme also connects 
members directly with schools and potential employers, and provides assistance and a 
supportive community of fellow Free Minds members.

Source: Hanemann, 2017.
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Although an informal curriculum promotes alternative approaches to 
education, it can nonetheless equip students with skills that may be useful 
to them in a broader context. In Mexico City, Foro Shakespeare, an arts-
based NGO, coordinates a theatre group made up of 22 actors in prison. 
Participation in the group requires training, a disciplined attitude, and 
physical and reflective work. Rangel Torrijo (2019) suggests that these 
elements of learning are as significant in their own right, outside of the 
‘rehabilitative’ paradigm.

4.4. language tuition and migrant prisoners 

The education of foreign prisoners has always presented its own issues. 
However, the need to provide language classes has become increasingly 
urgent given the rapid rise in the number of asylum seekers and economic or 
political refugees arriving in host countries – through official and un official 
channels – either because of conflicts (e.g. in Libya, Syria, Iraq, Yemen and 
Myanmar) or due to economic disruption in many parts of the globe. 

Thomas Ugelvik (2014, p. 107) noted that Western European prison 
systems are ‘to varying degrees, waking up to the reality of having to 
cope with increasing numbers of foreign nationals in their institutions’. 
The provision of language instruction needs to develop to meet the 
needs of this growing population. However, despite obligations under 
Council of Europe and UN Declarations, few jurisdictions have obligations 
enshrined in law with regard to the education of foreign prisoners (GHK, 
2013, p. 15). While resources for educational provision do not always meet 
the needs of learners and educators in the general prison population, 
the allocation of extra funding for language tuition is not always forth-
coming. Prisoners who do not speak the language of the prison in which 
they are located can have difficulties in accessing services and facilities 
in prison. It can also lead to challenges in maintaining family ties, loneli-
ness and isolation. Learners who do not understand the language of the 
country in which they are located are less likely to engage in the available 
behavioural programmes and/or access educational opportunities. The 
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loneliness and isolation further hinders them from connecting with serv-
ices intended to help them following their release from custody (Hales, 
2015, p. 28). With increasing number of migrant prisoners, the allocation 
of resources to meet their educational needs becomes more pressing. 
Significantly, a recent study indicated that language teaching for foreign 
prisoners is the issue that national policy-makers are most likely to 
consider ‘not important’ (GHK, 2013, p. 42; see also Behan, 2018).

Building a better future (Bolivia) 

In Bolivia, women account for approximately 8 per cent of the prison population. Two 
thirds are incarcerated for non-violent crimes, usually related to the micro-trafficking 
of drugs. Most come from low socio-economic and educational backgrounds, with the 
additional burden of being the main or even sole earner in the family. 

A United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) Global Programme encourages 
women to learn trades that will increase their self-sufficiency and take them away 
from traditionally female-dominated, low-paying sectors such as sewing, domestic 
services or the food sector. UNODC’s innovative programme is currently being rolled 
out in Bolivia, focusing initially on a group of 50 female prisoners. These prisoners 
are trained to work in construction – an industry requiring a vast range of skilled 
specialists, including builders, metal workers, plumbers, pipefitters, electricians and 
carpenters. Following their release from prison, these women are encouraged to join 
the National Association of Women Constructors in Bolivia, which helps its members 
to promote their skills, f ind work opportunities and eventually launch their own 
businesses.

According to Mario Gonzales, director of the NGO in charge of training female pris-
oners, ‘Training women prisoners is part of an integral process; not only are they 
receiving technical training, but they are also going to be empowered in exercising 
their rights, and upon release they can do better work and have a higher income, 
which will give them a higher quality of life’.

Source: UNODC, 2018
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4.5. higher education in prison

Early forms of education in prison focused on adult basic education and 
vocational skills. Higher education tended not to be a priority. This was due 
in part to prisoners’ educational backgrounds and low levels of traditional 
educational attainment, still prevalent in the student group outlined in 
Chapter 2. However, this lack of focus on provision of higher education in 
prison can also be a result of decisions on the allocation of limited resources 
and the penal priorities of policy-makers and legislators.  

Political decisions, some of them designed to underscore a more puni-
tive penal policy, have eliminated resources earmarked for the provision of 
third-level education in prison. In 1994, the United States Congress under the 
presidency of Bill Clinton passed the Violent Crime and Law Enforcement Act. 
This made incarcerated individuals ineligible for Pell grants, which provided 
financial aid to students who did not have the resources to attend college 
or university. The argument at the time was that it was unfair for prisoners 
to receive money from the country’s already limited financial aid packages. 
In 2015, President Barack Obama announced a pilot initiative called Second 
Chance Pell to re-introduce a limited number of grants for prisoners. In 
2020, the Trump administration announced that it would extend the pilot to 
allow more universities and colleges to participate in the Pell grants scheme 
(Douglas-Gabriel, 2020).

In the UK, the Open University has been providing prisoners with 
access to tertiary education since the late 1960s (Earle and Mehigan, 2019). 
In Poland, prison/university partnerships enable prisoners to study for 
a degree during their sentence. Working at the same pace as university 
students, these students study social work, specializing in ‘streetworking’, 
which focuses on using outreach techniques to work with marginalized 
groups such as sex workers, drug addicts and homeless people (Prisoners 
Education Trust, 2016). Some prisons use distance learning to overcome 
structural barriers to education. In Russia, the Modern Humanitarian 
Academy (MHA) provides distance education at all levels from primary 
through secondary education to higher education (BA, MA and specialist 
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adults and out-of-school young people, particularly women and girls 
(UNESCO, 2020).

Farley and Pike (2018) have highlighted the significant benefits of 
higher education for students, prisons, universities and wider society. 
However, they have also identified many difficulties with regard to access 
and support for all forms of higher education in the prison environment, 
particularly in the case of postgraduate students undertaking research 
and their supervisors. These are not the only challenges facing prisoners 
in higher education. While they are understandably motivated to achieve 
an academic qualification by the prospect of a more attractive future, 
the qualification alone does not guarantee success after imprisonment. 
Moreira, Monteiro and Machado (2017) found that, even when higher 
education opportunities were available to them, students’ expectations 
remained low. The prospect of obtaining a higher degree did not allay 
their fears that the stigma of being labelled an ex-prisoner would nega-
tively affect their ability to participate in society.

4.6. libraries in prison 

Libraries are an essential educational resource for educators and learners 
alike. The UNESCO Public Library Manifesto (IFLA and UNESCO, 1994) recog-
nizes that:

[t]he public library is the local centre of information, making all kinds of 
knowledge and information readily available to its users. The services of 
the public library are provided on the basis of equality of access for all, 
regardless of age, race, sex, religion, nationality, language or social status. 

As public libraries are not accessible to people in prison, it is important that 
each prison be equipped with a professionally run and well-stocked library. 
Prison libraries play a vital part in encouraging self-directed learning, 
reading, writing and recreational activities. As Rule 64 of the Mandela 
Rules states: ‘Every prison shall have a library for the use of all categories 
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From primary to tertiary education and beyond (Uganda)

In Uganda, more than 200 prisons house the country’s 56,000 prisoners. The Uganda 
Prison Service provides a range of work-related, educational and/or recreational activ-
ities and facilities, including prison farms, prison industries, education programmes, 
music sessions and dance classes. 

Luzira Prison in the Ugandan capital, Kampala, holds up to 3,000 prisoners, both male 
and female. Educational provision ranges from primary to university education, and 
includes a vocational trades programme. With school staff supported by prisoners, it 
has a recidivism rate of less than 30 per cent, which is far better than the average rate 
in many jurisdictions around the world. One recent report observed that ‘over the past 
two decades, Luzira has gone from being a notoriously violent and squalid place, to 
one of the most progressive prisons in Africa’ (Goldblatt, 2015). 

Among those who have helped to achieve this is the Prison Education Project (PEP), 
which has partnered with Luzira Prison. PEP’s aim is to reduce recidivism by offering 
a range of courses (Reese, 2019). A recent study of Luzira prison school found that, 
despite the positive efforts of learners and educators, a number of challenges remain 
that will resonate with those involved in education in prison internationally. These 
include poor infrastructure, a lack of scholastic materials, a poorly equipped library, 
limited academic programmes, prison transfers affecting prisoners enrolled in a 
course of study, limited time for revision, and overcrowded classes. Moreover, stress 
and depression were found to be prevalent among prisoners. However, the study 
found a ‘rich opportunity in education as rehabilitative strategy since many prisoners 
have had an opportunity for free education, some have acquired several academic 
qualif ications, some have been able to defend themselves in courts of law success-
fully, while others have continued to support their families through commissions 
received while still in prison’ (Aheisibwe and Rukundo, 2018, p. 47). 

Sources: Aheisibwe and Rukundo, 2018; Reese, 2019; Goldblatt, 2015.
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the ‘rehabilitation of disadvantaged population groups, including incar-
cerated people’ (2010, p. 131).

Krolak (2019, p. 13) summed up the world that libraries open up:

Prison libraries play an integral role in their function as educational, 
informational and recreational centres for the entire prison commu-
nity. They are places in which people can gather to read, borrow books 
and carry out research, take part in organized activities, or simply enjoy 
the company of other people in a relaxed and safe environment. It is 
a space abounding with possibilities, all of which lend themselves to 
constructive ways of spending what all inmates have: time.

Her summary encapsulates the potential of prison libraries. Based on the 
public library model and staffed by professional librarians, prison libraries 
give learners the opportunity to innovate and take charge of their own 
learning. Within the constraints of confinement, the library space is an 
essential component of the scaffolding of education in prison.

4.7. Digital literacy 

Digital literacy is perhaps one of the most challenging educational issues 
facing policy-makers today. It is also one of the most neglected aspects of 
education in prison in terms of both policy and practice, with many prison 
administrators and policy-makers resisting calls to allow prisoners access 
to the internet. Although education is a human right and digital literacy is 
key to accessing education in the modern world, restricted internet access 
continues to be the norm in risk-adverse environments where trust is low 
and exclusionary penal policies predominate. 

As outlined in Chapter 2, many of those who end up in the criminal 
justice system have had negative experiences of education first time 
around, and thus have low levels of traditional educational attainment. 
Digital literacy is needed if they are to operate and communicate through 
a variety of media in the modern world. Digital skills are not only vital in 
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the workplace; they are important for practically every aspect of social 
interaction, from using a smartphone to keeping in touch with family and 
friends, booking a holiday, ordering a take-away and shopping online. 
Furthermore, digital literacy is now an essential means of engaging in 
education outside the prison context. 

Farley and Hopkins (2017) have studied incarcerated students’ 
attempts to complete pre-tertiary and tertiary distance education 

Münster’s award-winning prison library (Germany)

Libraries are an essential part of the cultural, social and educational infrastructure 
of any community. The prison community is no exception. As prisoners have little or 
no access to the outside world, libraries are a lifeline. They ‘play an integral role in 
their function as educational, informational and recreational centres for the entire 
prison community’ (Krolak, 2019, p. 13). As internet access is generally prohibited 
in prison, this eliminates the opportunity to research, source and retrieve materials 
necessary for independent study that has become commonplace in the community 
outside.

Following a competition involving public and university libraries across Germany, 
Münster prison library was named ‘German Library of the Year 2007’. The library 
was redesigned in 2005 and has a professional librarian in charge. It holds 10,000 
 materials in 30 languages, including more than 2,000 foreign-language titles, to 
enable prisoners from more than 50 countries to read in their mother tongue. Its 
 collection includes 2,000 audio books, CDs and DVDs. A range of reading  materials 
is also available to cater to the needs of prisoners with varying reading and 
 educational levels. 

A study by Peschers and Patterson (2011, pp. 520–543) found that around 530 
 prisoners, i.e. approximately 80 per cent of the prison population, used the library. 
Additionally, 60 per cent of respondents said they read for an average of two hours 
per day, which far exceeded the amount of time that most had spent reading prior 
to their incarceration.

Sources: Krolak, 2019; Peschers and Patterson, 2011 
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courses without internet access. They highlight what they see as the 
dichotomy of offering prisoners educational opportunities while denying 
them the materials, resources and access that they need in order to 
participate fully. This dichotomy is part of the ‘limitations and contradic-
tions of painful immobilisation as a core strategy of Australia’s modern, 
expanding penal state’, Farley and Hopkins argue, ‘which encourages 
rehabilitation through education, while effectively cutting prisoners off 
from the wider digital world’ (2017, p. 391). 

Reisdorf and Jewkes (2016, p. 771) conclude that prisoners constitute 
‘one of the most impoverished groups in the digital age’ and experi-
enced profound social isolation as a result. Depending on their age and 
gender, as well as the length of their sentence, prisoners display high 
levels of either curiosity and enthusiasm, or fear and reservation towards 
internet-enabled technologies. Reisdorf and Jewkes (2016, p. 771) believe 
that greater exposure and secure access to digital technologies ‘would 
be highly beneficial to prisoners who pose a low risk to society, especially 
during the rehabilitation and release phases’.

As most prisons across the world censor most or all of a prisoner’s 
communications and thereby limit his or her contact with others, social 
isolation is a major problem among incarcerated people. As access to the 
internet is generally prohibited in prison, this eliminates the  opportunity 
to research, source and retrieve materials necessary for  independent 
study, as has become commonplace in the community outside.

4.8.  Civic engagement and social (re)integration 

At the core of adult education is the goal of enabling students to partici-
pate, be that in the school, family, workplace or community. Education can 
boost confidence, engender resilience and motivate students to become 
more engaged in the public and private spheres. The UN and other trans-
national declarations contain a commitment to human and civil rights. 
Among them is Article 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and 
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Political Rights (United Nations, 1966), which stipulates that every citizen 
shall have the right to ‘take part in the conduct of public affairs, directly or 
through freely chosen representatives’. However, Article 2 allows countries 
and jurisdictions to derogate from the Covenant on the basis of existing 
domestic legislation, as it includes the stipulation: ‘[w]here not already 
provided for by existing legislative or other  measures’. One of these areas 
of derogation pertains to prisoners’ right to vote. For a variety of reasons 
that exceed the scope of this study, national legislation on this right varies 
greatly: some countries allow all prisoners to vote; others limit this right; 

Second chances (Singapore)

The Kaki Bukit Centre Prison School (KBC) in Singapore opened in 2000. The prison 
houses a well-stocked library, classrooms and science laboratories. Classes, held five 
days a week, are taught by teachers seconded from the Education Ministry, along with 
part-time teachers and volunteers to support weaker students who require more help. 
A typical school day begins at 8 a.m. and ends at 3 p.m. 

Between 2011 and 2015, there was a 20 per cent increase in the number of prisoners 
taking N-, O- or A-Level examinations. The prison’s curriculum is geared towards 
helping students excel at exams. Due to the dynamics of the prison regime, students 
have only one year to prepare for their O-Levels, compared to four or f ive years for 
students in mainstream schools. Those taking A-Levels can choose to sit their exams 
within one or two years. The school also offers courses in electronics and general 
education.

A 21-year-old student, who was four years into his sentence, explained his motiva-
tion to study for his A-Level exam: ‘I think I’ve wasted my youth. Opportunities were 
presented to me, but I didn’t see them [...]. In here, I started to worry about my future. 
Prison school is a second chance. I want to prove that I am a changed person’ (cited in 
Anonymous, 2016).  

Sources: Oh et al., 2005; Anonymous, 2016; Tan, 2020. 







80

Pe d ag o g y i n p r i s o n  — Educ at ion in p r is on:  A l i ter at ur e r ev iew

Education for citizenship – citizenship as education (Ireland)

In 2009, prison teachers employed by the City of Dublin Education and Training Board 
(CDETB) in the Republic of Ireland, in conjunction with the Irish Red Cross, began 
to train volunteers enrolled in a Community Based Health and First Aid (CBHFA) 
programme. Originally, the CBHFA was initiated in countries with weaker and under-
resourced health care systems. When the CBHFA programme was launched in Dublin’s 
Wheatfield Prison, it was the first of its kind in the world. Its objective was to enhance 
the health and well-being of prisoners, and to promote hygiene awareness and first 
aid knowledge (CBHFA in Prisons, 2013). Now operating in all prisons in the Republic of 
Ireland, CBHFA volunteers provide peer-to-peer education across a range of activities. 
A study of the programme found that it had developed beyond the original goals of 
health promotion and well-being among the prison population. Participation fostered 
a sense of agency among volunteers and facilitated the development of a new, non-
criminal identity. Further, the programme deepened volunteers’ pro-social bonds with 
other prisoners, staff and families (O’Sullivan, Hart and Healy, 2020).

Red Cross volunteers were particularly active during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the 
initial period, prisoners were to some degree cut off from the concerns around the risk 
of infection being discussed in the outside world. These volunteers were thus active in 
engaging with prisoners to discuss the need for the prison to cancel visits and severely 
reduce out-of-cell time. In contrast to other jurisdictions, where there were significant 
outbreaks of COVID-19 among prisoners, none of the 3,705 prisoners in Irish prisons 
tested positive for the virus during the first wave of the pandemic. As reported by RTÉ, 
the national broadcaster, ‘[o]ne of the key components was education where 2,300 
staff and 450 prisoners learned about infection control and had to practise what they 
were taught. Through peer-to-peer learning they promoted hand hygiene techniques 
and coughing etiquette. Prisoners spoke to other prisoners about making the envi-
ronment safer, staff did the same with their colleagues’. As a result, the Irish Prison 
Service submitted a paper to the World Health Organization as a model of best prac-
tice for keeping COVID-19 out of prisons (Conneely, 2020). 

The CBHFA is an example of citizenship education in action. Through a collabora-
tive process between educators and learners, this project has been transformed from 
focusing on health and well-being to fostering active citizenship more broadly.  

Sources: Conneely, 2020; O’Sullivan et al., 2020 
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“democratic”, “reciprocal”, “community”, and “authentic”’ (Duguid, 2000, 
p. 246). Costelloe (2014b, p. 33), meanwhile, emphasizes the importance of 
citizenship education to social (re)integration more generally: 

simply placing civic and citizenship classes at the core of the prison 
curriculum is not enough. And of course, simply promoting and 
providing a citizenship forum is not enough either. To make citizen-
ship education more meaningful and educative, to ensure it is a 
learning process rather than just a learning practice, prison  education 
must be grounded in an ideology that is focused less on enabling 
prisoners know their place in society and more on enabling them to 
 re-conceptualise their place in society.

This encapsulates citizenship in action, citizenship as education. It  encourages 
a new identity, from prisoner to student and from convict to citizen.

4.9. ‘Deradicalization’ programmes and education 

In the twenty-first century, there has been a proliferation of non-state 
actors (sometimes with support from states) engaging in violent activi-
ties against civilians and states in order to pursue political, religious or 
ideological aims. This upsurge in violence has led to the imprisonment of 
perpetrators who continue to profess their beliefs and, in many cases, seek 
to spread them among their fellow prisoners. In response, governments 
and prison authorities have created a range of programmes to encourage 
perpetrators to abandon their professed ideology and, above all, to 
prevent them from passing their ideas on to their fellow prisoners. These 
programmes are variously described as ‘deradicalization’, ‘Countering 
Violent Extremism’ (CVE) and ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ (PVE). 

Some researchers have argued that prisons have become both a 
battleground and a breeding ground for radicalization. According to one 
study, ‘the usefulness of prisons as universities for terrorists […] has not 
escaped Islamic radicals. They have become increasingly sophisticated in 
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indicators guiding its implementation that might otherwise be seen 
as illegitimate or illegal forms of profiling are given credence in the 
spheres of education and other domains which demand pastoral care 
from professionals. By targeting ideas instead of focusing on violence, 
Prevent undermines educators. 

4.10. Conclusion 

This chapter has set out some of the key issues affecting education in 
prison in the twenty-first century. The creation of an informal curriculum 
constitutes an educational response to the needs of its specific learner 
group. This chapter has furthermore highlighted the importance of 
equipping prisons with well-stocked and professionally managed 
libraries. It has considered the necessity of providing language instruc-
tion to students who are not fluent in the language of the state in which 
they are incarcerated. Mindful of the challenges surrounding the provi-
sion of education in coercive institutions, and cognizant of the needs of 
the incarcerated learner group, the chapter has examined the difficulty 
of engaging in education in the modern world without access to the 
internet. It has also noted that penal policies which restrict prisoners’ 
rights have an impact on education. However, even in jurisdictions that 
deny people in prison the right to vote, educators and learners have 
tried to overcome these constraints and create spaces and opportunities 
for active citizenship. The final section of this chapter has looked at the 
challenges faced by prisons and educationalists in the wake of a more 
recent rise in the numbers of people convicted for violent acts in pursuit 
of ideological and political aims. Chapter 5 will consider how some of 
these challenges may be overcome, and provide recommendations as 
to how the ideals behind ‘education for all’ (Perreault, 2020, p. 5.) can be 
transformed into a reality.
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5. reCommenDAtIonS 

The primary purpose of this literature review on education in prison has 
been to assess the current state of knowledge on the topic by describing 
different approaches, analysing key issues, and deriving good  practices 
and lessons learned. At the same time, however, it also identifies a 
number of recommendations, which are included below. It should be 
noted that these recommendations are by no means exhaustive; they are 
intended to serve as a starting point for further elaboration. 

5.1. policy

Although it is essential that education should be facilitated and supported 
by penal policy-makers and prison managers, specific policies on 
 education in prison should be devised by national ministries of education 
and/or local education authorities. 

Education in prison should always be optional, and it should be treated 
in the same way as other vocational and work activities.

Resources and facilities should be provided to enable prisoners to 
continue their studies post-release. Once prisoners have completed their 
sentences, legal or institutional obstacles should not prevent them from 
continuing their education. 

5.2. funding

Adequate funding must be allocated in order to equip each prison with 
a fully resourced school. Additional resources are needed to cover the 
 provision of education for prisoners with specific educational needs, such 
as literacy/numeracy difficulties.
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5.3. Curriculum

A holistic curriculum is needed in order to meet the social, physical and 
cultural needs of prisoners. This includes creative and cultural activities. 
In view of the over-representation of minority and marginalized popula-
tions among prisoners, it is essential that the curriculum recognizes and 
embraces their history, culture and identity. 

5.4. ICt connectivity 

Digital connectivity must be assured and digital literacy promoted among 
learners, both as a prerequisite for modern pedagogical practice, and so that 
learners can access educational resources beyond the prison confines. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has intensified the shift to online learning and resources 
and, with it, the need to enhance digital literacy among the imprisoned 
population. Related security concerns can be addressed through technology 
that prevents people from accessing toxic sites or, where necessary, provides 
offline access only to digital resources. 

5.5. Civic engagement and active citizenship 

Education in prison can draw on pedagogical methods that prepare students 
to be active citizens and acknowledge their agency, namely by imple-
menting and resourcing non-formal learning. This includes the promotion of 
citizenship in action, both in the learning space and throughout the prison. 

5.6. language teaching

There are significant numbers of people in prison who do not speak 
the language of the country in which they are located. This necessitates 
the provision of language classes. Learning another language can also 
empower students in prison to engage more openly with others and with 
the wider world.
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5.7. the library 

An adequately resourced prison library staffed by accredited library profes-
sionals is central to educational activities. In prisons with a large foreign 
population, books in various languages should be made available. 

5.8. future research 

This literature review has identified a number of research gaps that offer 
rich seams of study for future research. 

Educators and learners should engage in collaborative research in order 
to co-produce knowledge, and to identify challenges and propose solu-
tions that foreground prisoner experiences. Collaborative projects could, 
for example, examine learners’ views on the type of education that they feel 
they need; the barriers that prevent them from engaging in education; and 
the extent to which the educational and language needs of foreign people 
in prison are being met. 

Women experience prison and engage in education differently. As 
a result, further research is needed in order to determine whether their 
needs are being met in prison schools. 

Further attention must be paid to the training needs of teachers 
before they embark on a career in education in prison, and  additional 
resources must be provided in order to train them. They should 
have continuous access to upskilling and professional development 
opportunities. 

More research on the educational and cultural needs of minority and 
indigenous populations is needed. 

In line with a holistic adult education approach that responds to 
the needs of the ‘whole person’, future research could focus on family 
learning and the ways in which it could be facilitated and further devel-
oped in the prison context. This is an area of particular importance to 
parents in prison seeking to maintain contact and sustain relationships 
with their children. 
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6. ConClUSIon: Why eDUCAtIon In prISon? 

This review began by laying out the rationale for this study and elucidating 
its aims and objectives. It then briefly detailed the history of education in 
prison. It subsequently outlined the principles underpinning education in 
prison contained in international declarations and conventions. Following 
this, the review emphasized the importance of understanding the specific 
characteristics of learner groups. In particular, it highlighted the complexi-
ties and challenges facing educators and learners in prison, which include 
limited or negative prior experiences of education; restricted or non-
existent access to the internet; the need to reject managerialist or utilitarian 
approaches to education; and the widespread denial of prisoners’ rights, 
including the right to vote. It underscored the importance of well-resourced 
libraries and looked at the strategies and approaches adopted by educa-
tionalists working in penal environments. 

There are myriad reasons why education in prison is necessary. First, 
education is not just about the accumulation of knowledge or the acqui-
sition of skills; it also enables personal fulfilment. Education enhances 
individuals’ lives, opening up a world of reading, culture, history and 
identity that helps us all make sense of our lives. It enables us all to make 
meaning of the world we live in. People who engage in education are more 
likely to participate in a public activities: volunteering; attending plays, 
films and concerts; getting involved in sport; and playing an active role in 
their communities. Families, communities and society benefit from groups 
of individuals who engage in education, outside and inside prison. 

Imprisonment is essentially about exclusion – from family, friends, the 
community and society. Education, on the other hand, is about inclusion. 
How do we navigate this dichotomy and create a space in which prisoners 
can engage in education in a place of coercion? It is likely that the provision 
of education in prison will always be a challenge. Structural and institu-
tional impediments to the creation of positive pedagogical spaces are 
inherent in a coercive environment. Nevertheless, despite these obstacles, 
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AppenDICeS

Appendix 1:  
professional organizations for educators working in prisons

 •  Australasian Corrections Education Association 
https://acea.org.au/

 •  Correctional Education Association  
https://ceanational.org/

 •  European Prison Education Association 
https://www.epea.org/

 •  International Corrections and Prisons Association  
https://icpa.org/

 •  Penal Reform International 
https://www.penalreform.org/

Appendix 2:  
Journals of interest to educators working in prisons

There are numerous journals that contain papers related to  education 
in prison. These journals cover various subject disciplines, from 
 criminology through sociology to adult education. The following are 
journals that deal specifically with, or include significant contributions 
on, education in prison. 

 •  Advancing Corrections: 
Journal of the International Corrections and Prisons Association 
https://icpa.org/advancing-corrections-journal/
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